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BPM and Failures
  This past month, Harvard Business Review had a special issue devoted to Failure. 

Several articles focused on how to understand Failure, learn from it, and recover 
from it. The lead article, by Amy C. Edmondson, “Strategies for Learning from 
Failure,” provided, among other things, a list of the reasons for failure, ranging from 
Blameworthy to Praiseworthy. The Most Blameworthy reasons are at the top of the 
list and the Most Praiseworthy reasons are at the bottom. The list follows: 

Most Blameworthy

●     Deviance - An individual chooses to violate a prescribed process or practice.
●     Inattention - An individual inadvertently deviates from specifications.
●     Lack of Ability - An individual doesn’t have the skills, conditions or training 

to execute a job.
●     Process Inadequacy - A competent individual adheres to a prescribed but 

faulty or incomplete process.
●     Task Challenge - An individual faces a task too difficult to be executed 

reliably every time.
●     Process Complexity - A process composed of many elements breaks down 

when it encounters novel interactions.
●     Uncertainly - A lack of clarity about future events causes people to take 

seemingly reasonable actions that produce undesired results.
●     Hypothesis Testing - An experiment conducted to prove that an idea or a 

design will succeed, fails.
●     Exploratory Testing - An experiment conducted to expand knowledge and 

investigate a possibility leads to an undesired result.

Most Praiseworthy

Whatever you might think of the ranking, the thing that struck me was that they are 
all process concerns. I suppose that some managers might not think of them as 
process issues in quite the way that I do, but let me remind readers that processes 
and process implementations come in many forms. Some may think of processes as 
automated things done by computers, but most processes, even today, are made up 
of activities undertaken by human beings. Companies that are highly automated are 
even more vulnerable to human failures because fewer people have a 
disproportionately large role in controlling what the organization does. And, even 
when a software system causes a problem, the decision to use the software and the 
creation of the software were human undertakings that, in hindsight, proved 
defective. 

This seems particularly clear to me because I started working in process 
improvement in the Sixties when there were no computers, to speak of. When 
someone contacted my boss, Geary Rummler, with a problem, it invariably required 
us to go to a company, look at what people were doing, and suggest ways of 
changing some process to eliminate what were, almost always, human performance 
problems. 

We quickly learned to discriminate between human performance problems that 
involved employees performing tasks, and human performance problems that 
involved managers who failed to manage employees correctly. For example, it is 
hard to blame an employee who is doing something incorrectly, if no one has told 
the employee that what he is doing is wrong. Employees need explicit directions and 
to-the-point feedback. The manager of the workgroup is responsible for seeing that 
employees are given explicit instructions and constant feedback. The manager must 
work with the downstream process manager to determine which output is correct 
and which isn’t, and then communicate that information to the employees 
responsible. This is what managerial monitoring and controlling is all about. 
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Running down Ms. Edmondson’s list, it is impossible to tell, for any given failure, 
whether the responsibility for the failure lies with the employee who acted, or the 
manager who failed to act. For example: Take the case of “Inattention - An 
individual inadvertently deviates from specification.” Determining exactly what 
occurred is the first step, but assigning the root cause should be the second step. 
Has this happened before? If so, what happened? Did the manager note it and talk 
to the employee about it? Was there a process team in place to talk with the 
employee about it? Were there checks in place to minimize the possibility of error? 
Was there any quality control in place? In the worst case, it had happened before 
and the manager overlooked it because he or she didn’t anticipate the consequences 
of a similar, future, deviation from the specification. 

Too many process teams believe that by examining a workflow and deciding to re-
sequence, eliminate or automate the activities, they have redesigned the process. 

In fact, process redesign, if it is to have a significant impact on improving the 
organization’s performance, must include several other activities. Among them is a 
clear understanding of what each employee is to do, what skills will be required, 
what knowledge the employee will need, and what feedback and motivation will be 
required to assure effective performance. A good process design will define roles 
and prescribe the requirements for filling those roles with effective performers. At 
the same time, the redesign team needs to examine what managers do and 
determine if they are performing as they should. Are they providing the tools and 
training employees need? Are they providing incentives and motivation? Are they 
monitoring performance? Are they providing feedback to employees, reinforcing 
good performers and working with poor performers to improve their performance? 

A good redesign considers all of the sources of failure that Ms. Edmondson 
identifies, and does what it can to minimize the likelihood of their occurrence. In 
essence, a good redesign not only designs a clean, smooth flowing process, but 
identifies key decision points and provides aids to structure decisions. At the same 
time, a good redesign designs each of the roles or jobs that will be needed to 
implement the process, and assures that a system is in place to train and support 
performers on the job. And, it simultaneously examines how the process managers 
support the performers and assures that the managers do their jobs to assure that 
the employees will perform effectively. Figure 1 shows how, once a redesign is 
complete, the process team must work with others to implement the changes 
needed to assure a smooth roll-out of the newly redesigned process. 

Figure 1. Some of the activities that lie between redesign and roll-out 

Failures can result from process flow or software glitches, but they are more likely 
to result from activities performed by employees. And, as often as not, when 
employees fail to perform correctly, it’s a result of a failure on the part of a manager 
to define the job or to provide the feedback needed to keep the employee motivated 
and focused on the goals of the process. 

In another recent article, I noticed that Gartner made some predictions about the 
future of BPM. One prediction that caught my eye was: “Between now and year-end 
2014, overlooked, but easily detectable, business process defects will topple 10 
Global 2000 companies.” 
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Frankly, this is fairly predictable given the rate at which international competition is 
eliminating Global 2000 companies, but still, if you are a Global 2000 company 
manager, it probably makes you sit back and think: “How likely is it that our 
company might be among those that fail?” 

My personal assumption is that most companies are spending 20% more doing what 
they do than they need to. This estimate is based on my involvement in many 
consulting engagements with large organizations where I had a first hand look at 
just how inefficient most organizations are. 

In an article I read on banks last week, the author reviewed a loan process and 
noted that it took 166 hours (with one day equaling 8 hours) to accept or reject the 
loan – when, in fact, the needed processing was actually done in 115 minutes. The 
author went on to say that this was in accord with a popular Lean rule-of-thumb 
that 95% of the time that customers wait for a response is unnecessary and could 
be eliminated. 

Lots of organizations have worked hard during the past decade to become more 
efficient. Too many have bet on automation to provide the improved efficiency, and 
would have been better advised to focus on the actual flow of work activities and 
the performance of the employees and managers. But, that is behind us. What is 
important now is that competition is getting more intense each year, and most 
organizations, despite their previous efforts, are still relatively inefficient. Worse, 
most do not have a well-documented understanding of the entire value chain they 
follow to actually produce, market, and deliver the products and services they sell. 
Most simply accept daily failures of all kinds as the price of being in business. Few 
ask the key question: “What would this organization be like if every employee 
performed just as well as our best performer?” 

As Ms. Edmondson and other HBR authors suggest, some failures are praiseworthy, 
and, with work, failures can be learning experiences and lead to better ways of 
doing things. But, sadly, way too many organizations are so busy doing what they 
do that they don’t take the time to define and analyze their processes and eliminate 
the causes of most of the blameworthy failures they experience on a day-by-day 
basis. Those organizations are vulnerable to a string of failures that could result in a 
real disaster, and, possibly, bankruptcy. The world-in-general, and customers-in-
particular, aren’t becoming more forgiving. They are becoming more demanding. 
Customers have more choices and less tolerance for waiting and for being badly 
served. At the same time, the various social and popular media guarantee that 
serious failures will become public knowledge in no time at all. 

Smart managers are going to read Amy Edmondson’s article and think seriously 
about the types of failures that take place within their organizations. They are going 
to start thinking hard about how a process improvement effort could help them 
reduce failures and optimize their opportunities for success. 

Till next time, 

Paul Harmon 

Note. Of all the groups active in the process space today, the one that is most 
focused on the human performance issues involved in processes is the International 
Society for Performance and Instruction (ISPI). They refer to their approach to 
analysis and redesign as Human Performance Technology (HPT). To get a good 
understanding of the approach advocated by ISPI, read the columns that Carol Haig 
and Roger Addison are writing for www.bptrends.com, or check out the ISPI website 
at www.ispi.org. 
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